Documentary Evidence in Suetonius’ Lives of the Poets

The surviving portions of Suetonius’ Lives of the Poets share many features with the longer and better-known Lives of the Caesars.  In particular, Suetonius consistently demonstrates his narrative authority through citation of trustworthy source material, especially when he is able to quote raw documents such as personal letters or wills. The extent to which he uses such documents varies widely from biography to biography, and in the case of the Lives of the Caesars, this situation has led to a great deal of speculation as to how and when Suetonius had access to them (Syme 1958, Townend 1959, Abramenko 1994).  The biographer cites numerous personal letters in his Julius and his Augustus, and the Tiberius, Caligula, and Claudius show the greatest degree of citation where they overlap with the lifetime of Augustus.  For this reason, and because of the personal nature of these documents, which sometimes show Augustus in an unflattering light, it is supposed that Suetonius did his research on Caesar and Augustus when he held the post of ab epistulis (AE 1953.73), during which time he would have had access to the archives of imperial correspondence.  The rest of his biographies, in turn, would have been researched and composed after his dismissal in 122 (HA Hadrian 11.3; Townend 1959; cf. Baldwin 1997).  This speculative chronology of Suetonius’ literary career, however, cannot account for the very similar documentation used in the Lives of the Poets, which are thought to have been composed before Suetonius held any high position in the imperial administration (Kaster 1995, Wardle 2002).  Using examples from the Lives of the Poets, I will demonstrate that Suetonius need not have had special access to private imperial archives in order to produce the documents he does, and that, with very few exceptions, all of the documentary materials cited by Suetonius in the Lives of the Caesars could have derived from publically available collections of letters.


The Lives of the Poets can help to establish Suetonius’ research methods because of their early date of composition, and because, in the case of Virgil and Horace, they include letters of the sort that are supposed to have been a part of a restricted archive.  The three letters from Augustus quoted in Horace (26-29, 30-34, 44-47) all illustrate Horace’s refusal to ingratiate himself to Augustus, simultaneously emphasizing his high social status and portraying him as a man with too much integrity to associate closely with a tyrant.  The effect of these letters is consistent with the characterization of Horace throughout the biography, and the presentation of the relationship between Horace and Augustus is far more flattering to the poet than the emperor. Similarly, the Virgil includes a letter (31-32) that illustrates Virgil’s reluctance to send unfinished poetry to Augustus.  The letter is part of a broader narrative that shows Virgil’s intense work ethic and cautious attention to detail (22-34).  In both cases, such letters could easily have derived from collections of the correspondence of the poets themselves.  There is ample evidence for such collection (Potter 1999), including the letters of Augustus (Quint. Inst. 1.6.21) and Virgil (Macr., Sat. 1.24.11), and since Suetonius cannot have derived the letters quoted in the Lives of the Poets directly from the imperial archives, collections of the poets’ correspondence seem the most likely source. 


A comparison with the biography of Tiberius reveals a similar pattern of citation.  Suetonius quotes a series of letters from Augustus (21.4-6) in which Augustus addresses Tiberius as a guardian of the Roman people, a phenomenal general, a kindred spirit, and a beloved son.  It is well known that Tiberius was not Augustus’ first choice as an heir (Suet. Tib. 21.1-3), and the letters quoted by Suetonius are so perfectly suited to addressing this problem of Tiberius’ public persona that it seems at least as likely that they derive from a collection of his own correspondence as from the imperial archives.


The Lives of the Poets shed light on a much-discussed aspect of Suetonius’ compositional method.  Far from confirming the suspicion that the biographer derived much of his material from a closed archive, they reveal just how much allegedly private correspondence was available to the general reading public and suggest that a re-evaluation of the presumed chronology of Suetonius’ literary output is necessary.
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